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KEYWORDS

Movies often reflect public perceptions. The portrayal of foster
care in movies provides insight regarding beliefs and attitudes
children, parents, and others bring with them as they interact
with the foster care system. The study focus was to identify
images of foster care portrayed in 37 nondocumentary movies
produced in the United States and Canada between 1921 and
2012. Using Framing Theory, an iterative review process was
used to derive three dominant images presented to audiences:
child entrance into foster care, a broken foster care system, and
life in foster care. Movie images generally misrepresented the
realities of foster care in the United States, highlighting the
importance of those involved in child custody and providing a
more realistic image of foster care.

Foster care; framing theory;
images; movies; public
administration

In 2014, the U.S. child population was 73,583,618, and 415,129 of those
children were in foster care at some point during the year (Kids Count,
2014). Each state foster care agency is a large bureaucratic multiorganizational
system with the mission of providing for the safety, well-being, and
permanency needs of children. The public’s exposure to the foster care system
often comes from news stories following high profile cases involving agency
misconduct or a child fatality. Those lacking direct involvement with foster
care often derive what they know and understand about the system through
popular media sources such as the Internet, social media sites, print media,
YouTube, television, and the movies (Leber & LeCroy, 2012).
Among media sources, movies have the capacity to shape public opinion on
important social issues (Adkins & Castle, 2014). Examining foster care
depiction in movies provide public administrators with insight into the
images presented to the public that can affect family trust and participation,
public perception and support, political action, and social policy on foster care
issues. The purpose of the study was to examine images of the U.S. foster care
system portrayed in theater released and made-for-television movies produces
in the United States and Canada.
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Department of Political Science and Law, Montclair
State University, 1 Normal Avenue, Dickson Hall, Montclair, NJ 07043.
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A search of the literature found limited research with a focus on the
portrayal of foster care in commercial released or made-for-television movies.
Using the concept of framing as the foundation for analysis, the focus of the
study was to investigate images of foster care depicted in movies by examining
and identifying common images portrayed in a sample of movies produced
between 1921 and 2012. The study was delimited to movies produced in
the United States and Canada that portrayed the U.S. public child foster care
system. The research process was guided by two questions. How is foster care
presented in the movies? To what extent do movie representations of foster
care accurately depict the realities of foster care in the United States?
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Influence of movies on public perceptions: Foster care in the movies
Easily accessible to the general population, movies are modern forms of
storytelling around grand narratives that engage and captivate the audience
through sight, sound, and emotions (Shapiro & Rucker, 2004). Movies both
reflect and challenge socially held beliefs and stereotypes that influence public
opinion, political agendas, and policy making (Adkins & Castle, 2014; Fraidin,
2010; Freeman & Valentine, 2004; Shapiro & Rucker, 2004; Small, 1972).
Following the first commercial film released in 1903, movies quickly became
a popular source of entertainment. The power to influence public perceptions
and attitudes through exposure to repetitive fictional narratives has been
evident since the 1930s (Rosten, 1939). Film analyst Leo Rosten observed that
movies “invade every province of our culture… . They sharpen attitudes
and predispositions… . They redefine our values… . The sheer force of
visual-audible representation exercises a compelling power over the individual
and the mass” (pp. 314–315).
Foster care as part of the child welfare system involves a coordination of
workers and resources within a bureaucratic publicly administered
organizational structure with policies and procedures related to administration, operation, resource allocation, and the treatment of children defined
by legal statute and professional practice standards (Children’s Bureau,
2013). Children in foster care come from families dealing with complex and
difficult to resolve problems such as substance abuse, physical and mental
illness, violence, and poverty (Children’s Bureau, 2013).
Leber and LeCroy (2012) noted that compared to large bureaucratic health
care and education systems, the public has less direct experience dealing with
the foster care system. The plight of abandoned, neglected, or abused children
cared for by the child welfare system has been portrayed in the movies since
the silent film era (e.g., The Kid, 1921). The story setting, character portrayal,
and focus on specific aspects of foster care directs a particular tone and
viewpoint at the audience (Aubrun & Grady, 2003; Druckman, 2011).
Therefore, movies send powerful messages through story narratives that
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reinforce stereotypes, myths and misconceptions or challenge faulty perceptions and attitudes (Valentine & Freeman, 2002).
Public attitudes about social programs, including the state run child welfare
system generally are negative: the foster care system is perceived as broken
and under resourced with oversight by an out-of-touch and ineffective
leadership with overburdened caseworkers and under-trained foster parents
(Davenport & Davenport, 1997; Hart Research/Public Opinion Strategies,
2003; Valentine & Freeman, 2002). Cases of child fatality and instances of
worker incompetence or negligence have been reported and sensationalized
in movies (Aubrun & Grady, 2003; Chenot, 2011). Ongoing negative media
attention has contributed to increased public distrust and disapproving
perceptions of foster care, caseworkers who provide direct case management
of children in the system, and the family court system (Chenot, 2011).
Exploring the images of foster care in movies informs public administrators
about where to focus attention on providing the public with a more accurate
and informative image of child welfare and foster care in the United States.
Conceptual foundation: Framing theory
The identification and analysis of foster care images portrayed in movies
was guided by the principles of framing theory that have been applied in
prior research on media effects and the construction of reality (Chong &
Druckman, 2007). Framing theory is a process-oriented model founded on
the assumption that the depiction of an event or issue can influence how
the audience processes the message, interprets reality, and maintains or
reorients its conceptualization of that event or issue (Chong & Druckman,
2007; Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007).
In relation to movies, framing involves the ability of movie producers to
control the presentation of issues the public perceives as important (McLeod,
Kosicki, & McLeod, 2009). How a story is told or framed focuses specific
information or ideas at the audience that facilitate meaning construction
and accessibility of the story in the telling and recounting of the story in
the future (McLeod et al., 2009). When the images communicated influence
the audience’s thoughts regarding a particular topic, then a framing effect
has occurred (Druckman, 2011).
The frequency in which an event or issue is framed in the movies can bias
the audience to care more about or believe that a specific issue has greater
salience. The portrayal can prime the audience to attend to and form particular perceptions about that issue (Igartua & Barrios, 2012; McLeod et al.,
2009). For example, if the audience is presented with several stories depicting
the child welfare system’s failure to protect foster children, the public is
primed to form negative perceptions about the system that become difficult
to change (Chenot, 2011).
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The framing of the movie determines which plot features take center stage
in the story (Dorfman, Thorson, & Stevens, 2001). The framing of characters
within the unfolding plot can bias an audience to experience the story from a
particular perspective (Shapiro & Rucker, 2004). The images can reinforce
existing public perceptions or challenge them by presenting alternative
conceptions of an event or issue that elicit different emotional reactions
(Igartua & Barrios, 2012). In a study on tourism themed movies, the framing
of the locale influenced perceptions of the tourist destination. Following the
release of the movie Sideways in 2004 showing a middle-aged man visiting
various wine tasting venues in the Santa Barbara area, tourism in the area
increased significantly (Bolan & Williams, 2008).
Movies frequently depict social problems because these stories contain
elements that are dramatic, provocative, emotive, and memorable (Patrick,
2001). The framing of a foster care story can produce vastly different
perceptions among the audience depending on character development and plot
setting. Foster care themed movies often contain stereotypes of race, gender, culture, economic status, and agency indifference or ineffectiveness (Chappell,
2010; Fraidin, 2010). Typically the plot involves a child, abandoned or abused
by an uncaring or exploitive parent, re-victimized by a rigid bureaucratic foster
care system staffed by uncaring, overburdened, and incompetent workers
(Chappell, 2010; Fraidin, 2010). Repeated presentation of negative foster care
narratives in movies maintains the public’s attention on issues that reinforce
common misconceptions and stereotypes (Fraidin, 2010; J. M. Johnson, 1989).
For example, African American women involved with child welfare often are
portrayed as lazy, sexually promiscuous, drug addicted single welfare mothers
abusing the system (e.g., Antwone Fisher, 2002; Precious, 2009; The Blind Side,
2009) perpetuating the stereotype that the African America mother is incapable
of caring for children (Fraidin, 2010; Roberts, 2002).
The application of framing theory to examine foster care stories and images
presented to the movie audience can provide insight to public administrators
about what issues related to the child foster care system are perceived as
important. Beliefs and attitudes presented through movies can influence
how people understand the role of the foster care system, actions taken by
social or caseworkers, supervisors, and administrators, and situations in which
intervention and removal of a child to foster care is warranted in response to
concerns over child neglect and abuse (Aubrun & Grady, 2003; Druckman,
2011; McLeod et al., 2009).
Methodology
A qualitative design using an interpretive methodology structured around a
collective case study approach was used to examine the portrayal of foster care
in theatrical release and made-for-television films produced in the United
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States and Canada. Using an iterative process from thematic discourse analysis,
the study method included an in-depth critical inductive analysis approach to
identify common patterns and dominant images derived from a sample of films
depicting stories with foster care plots and subplots (Clarke & Kitzinger, 2004).
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Sample selection

Film selection and review began with an Internet search of Google, Google
Scholar, Bing, and film databases using key search terms that included:
child welfare, adoption, foster care, foster parent, social worker, child removal,
and child protective services. Plot outlines and synopses were obtained
from Amazon.com, American Film Institute Catalog of Motion Pictures
(http:afi.com), AllMovie Guide (http:allmovie.com), Internet Movie Database
(http:/imdb.com), YouTube, Hulu.com, Netflix, The Hallmark Channel, and
the Lifetime Movie Network. Films with story plots depicting the foster care
system or characters involved in foster care related activities were included in
the selection process. The initial sample of 136 films was limited to cinema
and television movies and excluded documentaries and instructional films.
Following a review of plot summaries for content among available movies
on the initial list, the final list was reduced to 37 movies released between
1921 and 2012 (see Table 1).
Coding and data analysis

A three phase data coding process was used. Movies in the final sample were
viewed and extensive notes were taken about the story setting, characters, plots,
and subplots. Coded notes on recurring images, concepts, patterns, character
Table 1.

Movie sample by decade (N = 37).

Decade

n

Movie titles

1920–1929
1930–1939
1940–1949
1950–1959
1960–1969
1980–1989
1990–1999

1
2
1
2
2
3
8

2000–2009

14

2010–2012

4

The Kid (1921)
Born to be Bad (1934); Bad Little Angel (1939)
Blossoms in the Dust (1941)
Room for One More (1952); These Wilder Years (1956)
Follow that Dream (1962); A Thousand Clowns (1965)
God Bless the Child (1988)*; Little Girl Lost (1988); On Our Own (1988)
One Good Cop (1991); Child of Rage (1992)*; In the Best Interest of the
Children (1992); Angels in the Outfield (1994); Losing Isaiah (1995); It
takes Two (1995); Freeway (1996); The First of May (1999)
Get Your Stuff (2000); I am Sam (2001); The Glass House (2001); Antwone
Fisher (2002); White Oleander (2002); Gracie’s Choice (2004)*; Just Like
the Son (2006); August Rush (2007); Martian Child (2007); Sleepwalking
(2008); America (2009)*; The Blind Side (2009); The Lost and Found
Family (2009); Safe Harbor (2009)*
The Christmas Bunny (2010); More than Chance (2010); Butter (2011);
Any Day Now (2012)

Note. *Made for television movie.
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summaries, plot or story lines, and direct quotes were loaded into an Excel file.
The second viewing was conducted to identify and code for recurring or
dominant narrative frames (a unit of analysis of story-like verbal material).
The list of story plots and recurring images was modified to reflect deleted
and added narrative patterns isolated during the coding process. The set of
narrative frames identified was refined through a third viewing and categorized
into images of foster care. Dominant images identified in at least 30% of the
movies were included in the final list discussed in the Results section.
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Study delimitation and limitations

The study sample was delimited to nondocumentary theater and television
movies produced in the United States and Canada that portrayed foster care
in the United States. A number of films that would have provided additional
insight (e.g., A Place for Annie, 1994) were excluded because they were
unattainable at the time of the study. A possible weakness of the study was
the movie sample may not have represented well portrayals of foster care.
To address this weakness, a variety of movies from different film genres
was selected to increase sample variability. Finally, research bias may have
influenced the interpretation and selection of dominant portrayals of foster
care in the movies reviewed. Extensive note-taking and bracketing of biases
was used during the coding process to check, identify, and reduce researcher
bias as much as possible.
Results
To provide a context for the results of the analysis of the movie sample, a
summary of demographic characteristics presented in the movies sample is
provided (see Table 2). Overall, the children portrayed in the movies were
predominantly White, between the ages of 6–10, had no siblings, and were
placed into foster care due to child neglect. Slightly more male children
were the primary characters in the movies compared to females. Children
were portrayed most often being placed in a non-relative foster home, institutional care (e.g., youth facility, juvenile hall, or orphanage) or group homes.
Foster parents were predominantly middle class White married couples with
no children. In the United States, foster parents predominantly are White, low
income married couples with children (F. Johnson, Mickelson, & Davila,
2013; Kirby, 2015).
Foster care demographics: Comparison of fiction to reality

A comparison of actual foster care statistics in the United States to the movie
sample revealed significant disparities in terms of the age the child entered
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Table 2. Gender, race, and socioeconomic status of foster child/children and foster home
placements.
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Gender, Race

Gender, Race

Movie

Year

Child

Home

Movie

Year

Child

Home

The Kid
Born to be Bad
Bad Little Angel
Blossoms in the Dust
Room for One More
These Wilder Years
Follow that Dream
A Thousand Clowns
God Bless the Child
Little Girl Lost
On Our Own
One Good Cop
Child of Rage
In the Best Interest
of the Children
Angels in the Outfield
Losing Isaiah
It Takes Two
Freeway
First of May

1921
1934
1939
1941
1952
1956
1962
1965
1988
1988
1988
1991
1992
1992

M/W
F/W
F/W
M,F/W
M,F/W
F/W
M,F/Wd
M/W
F/W
F/W
M,F/Wd
F/W
M,F/W
M,F/Wd

S,M/W
D/W
D/Wb
D/W
D/W/b
I/W
S,M/Wc
S,M/Wc
NA
D/W
I
D/W
D/Wb
D/W

2000
2001
2001
2002
2002
2004
2006
2007
2007
2008
2009
2009
2009
2009

M/W
F/W
M,F/W
M/A
F/W
M, F/Wa
M/H
M/W
M/W
F/W
M/A
M/W&A
M/A
M,F/Wa

D/Wa,b
D/W
D/W
D/Ab
I, D/Wb
S,F/Wc,b
Ic, b
I
S,M/Wb
I
I & S,F/Ab
D/W
D/Wb
D/Wb

1994
1995
1995
1996
1999

M/W
M/A
F/W
F/W
M/W

S,F
D/W
Ib
Ib
D/Wb

Get Your Stuff
I Am Sam
The Glass House
Antwone Fisher
White Oleander
Gracie’s Choice
Just Like the Son
August Rush
Martian Child
Sleepwalking
America
Safe Harbor
The Blind Side
The Lost and
Found Family
The Christmas Bunny
More than Chance
Butter
Any Day Now

2010
2010
2011
2012

F/W
F/W
F/A
M/W

D/Wb
D/Wb
D/Wb
D/Wa,b

Note. M = Male; F = Female; W = White; A = African American; H = Hispanic/Latino; S = Single parent foster
home; D = Dual parent foster home; I = Institutional Care (e.g., orphanage, youth facility, juvenile hall,
group home); NA = Not applicable.aGay couple; bMultiple placements; cRelative caregiver; dMore than
two children.

foster care, foster care placement, length of time in foster care, family
reunification, abuse in foster care, and how child exited care (see Table 3).
The distribution of male and female children in the movie sample was
accurate; however, the movie image of the foster care child was biased toward
older children. Children aged 0–5 years were under-represented and children
6–10 and 16–20 years were over-represented. There was little racial diversity
of children in the movies. Over half of U.S. foster children are from racial
minority groups; however, nearly all of the children in the movie sample
were White.
In the movie sample, children’s entrance to foster care primarily due to
parental neglect was fairly representative of foster care in the United States.
However, children with disabilities were over-represented. About one in ten
foster children have special needs (e.g., physical, intellectual, behavioral, or
mental health) while in the movie sample, one in three children were depicted
with a disability. Most notable, children with behavioral problems or mental
illness were grossly over-represented. Nearly one in four children in the movie
sample had behavioral or mental health problems compared to one in twenty
children in the U.S. foster care population.
Finally, life in foster care was portrayed differently in the movie sample
from actual foster care. In the United States, three-fourths of children were
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Comparison between actual and movie foster care related demographics.

Sex

A%

M%

Male
Female

52
48

51.6
48.4

Child’s Age
Infant
1–5 years
6–10 years
11–15 years
16–20 years

7
32
23
22
16

3.2
9.7
40.3
22.6
24.2

42
24
22
12

88.3
10.0
1.6
0.0
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Race/Ethnicity
Caucasian
African Amer.
Hispanic
Other

Primary reason
entered foster care
a

Neglect
Physical Abuse
Sexual Abuse
Placement
Foster Home
Kinship/Relative
Group Home
Pre-adoptive Home
Institution
Other
Children with Special
Needs
Medically fragile
Behavioral problems
Mental illness
Learning disability
Hearing/vision
Intellectual disability
Physical disability

A%

M%

78.0
18.0
9.0

80.6
14.5
4.9

46.0
29.0
6.0
4.0
8.0
6.0
13.0

58.5
4.9
12.3
2.4
14.6
7.3
30.6

4.3
3.1
2.5
1.0
0.9
0.5
0.7

1.6
16.1
8.1
0.0
0.0
1.6
3.2

Length of stay
in foster care

A%

M%

48.0
25.0
12.0
15.0

31.6
7.9
2.6
57.9

51.0
7.0
9.0
21.0
9.0

15.8
7.9
7.9
44.7
7.9
15.8

Foster Parent Abuse
Foster Care Fatality

.3
1.0

23.7
2.6

Runaway from Care
Yes
No

1.0
99.0

28.9
71.1

Less than a year
1 and 2 years
2 and 3 years
3 or more years
Exit from Care
Family Reunification
Relative placement
Legal guardian
Adoption
Age out of system
Did not exit
Foster Care Abuse

Note. A = Actual; M = Movie Sample. Sources: Children’s Bureau (2013); Kids Count Data Book (2013); Child
Welfare Information Gateway (CWIG) (2013). aNeglect included child abandonment/death of parent(s).

placed with a relative or in a foster home, spent less than a year in care, and
exited through family reunification. In the movie sample, relative care was
largely absent and few children were reunited with their families. Children
predominantly were placed in a foster home, spent three or more years in
care, and were adopted or aged out of the system. One-third of the children
in the movie sample ran from foster care to escape abusive conditions while
in reality less than 1% of children run from their foster placement. In the
same fashion, one-fourth of the children in the movie sample experienced
foster care abuse which actually occurs in less than 1% of the foster child
population.
Dominant images of foster care

The analysis of the study sample resulted in the identification of three
dominant foster care images that included: (a) child entrance into foster care;
(b) broken foster care system and ineffective caseworkers; and (c) life in
foster care.
Image 1: Child welfare involvement and placement of children in foster care
A range of social problems leading to child neglect, endangerment, and abuse
were presented in the movie sample that included abandonment, substance
abuse, prostitution, mental illness, poverty, domestic violence, parent
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Table 4.

Primary story plot depicted for child entrance into foster care (N = 37).

Reason entered foster care
Abandonment (n = 12, 32.4%)
Illegitimacy
Relinquishing Parental
Rights or Responsibilities
Parental Incarceration
Poverty
Parent Illness/Death
(n = 9, 24.3%)

Substance Abuse
(n = 10, 27.0%)
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Inadequate parenting
(n = 2, 5.4%)
Physical/Sexual Abuse
(n = 3, 8.1%)
Not specified (n = 1, 2.7%)

Movie
The Kid (1921); Blossoms in the Dust (1941); These Wilder Years (1965)
A Thousand Clowns (1965); Angels in the Outfield (1994); August Rush
(2007); Martian Child (2007); Sleepwalking (2008)
Antwone Fisher (2002); White Oleander (2002); Gracie’s Choice (2004)
God Bless the Child (1988)
Bad Little Angel (1939); Follow that Dream (1962); On Our Own (1988);
One Good Cop (1991); In the Best Interest of the Children (1992); It
Takes Two (1995); First of May (1997); The Glass House (2001); Just
Like the Son (2006)
Losing Isaiah (1995); Freeway (1996); Get Your Stuff (2000); America
(2009); Safe Harbor (2009); The Blind Side (2009); The Lost and Found
Family (2009); The Christmas Bunny (2010); Butter (2011); Any Day
Now (2012)
Born to Be Bad (1934); I am Sam (2001)
Little Girl Lost (1988); Child of Rage (1992); More than Chance (2010)
Room for One More (1952)

incarceration, and parental inadequacy (e.g., poor parenting skills, illness,
developmental disabilities). The two primary portrayals for child entry into
foster care were abandonment and parental substance abuse (see Table 4).
Image 1a: Abandonment. In one-third of the movies, children entered foster
care following some form of parental abandonment arising from illegitimacy,
parent substance abuse, parent incarceration, and poverty. In one-fourth of
the movies, parental illness or death was used tangentially as a story device
for children entering foster are but not developed as an integral part of the
story. Few movies focused on the struggles families experience when a parent
is ill or dies.
Social and generational conditions were framed differently in movies
produced prior to 1960 compared to those produced later. Causes for child
abuse and neglect shifted from an internal focus on individual characteristics
in pre-1960s movies to an external focus on social conditions in later movies.
In pre-1960 movies, illegitimacy was the primary cause for a child’s abandonment. The mother abandons or willingly gives up custody to spare the child the
stigma of illegitimacy. For example, in The Kid (1921), an unwed mother
abandons her infant son in a limousine hoping a wealthy family will keep
and raise him in a socially acceptable environment. In Blossoms in the Dust
(1941) and These Wilder Years (1965), the backdrop for the story involved
the difficult lives of children and adults living with the social stigma of
illegitimacy and the challenge of finding adoptive parents for children born
out of wedlock.
After 1960, movies frequently portrayed social conditions as an integral
cause for child abandonment. Poverty, parent incarceration, and parental
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adequacy led to child abandonment. Poverty was a subplot in many movies,
but only took center stage in God Bless the Child (1988) in which a poor
homeless mother purposefully abandons her daughter into the care of the
child welfare agency. In Antwone Fisher (2002) and White Oleander (2002)
social conditions related to drug abuse and domestic violence resulted in
parental incarceration based child abandonment.
Finally, adults running from their parental responsibilities were portrayed
leaving the child with a relative (e.g., A Thousand Clowns, 1965; Sleepwalking,
2008) or relinquishing parental rights and responsibilities (e.g., Angels in the
Outfield, 1994; Martian Child, 2007). For example, in A Thousand Clowns
(1965), a man’s sister abandons her 5 year old child with him. In Angel’s in
the Outfield (1994), a father not wanting to be a parent, relinquishes his
parental rights and places his motherless son in foster care available for
adoption.
Image 1b: Parent substance abuse. About one-third of children enter
foster care due to parental substance abuse and this was represented well in
the movie sample. Images of parental substance abuse were dominant in
one-fourth of the movies and presented tangentially as part of the back story
in several others. However, movie images of parents receiving treatment or
overcoming their addictions were largely absent. Only in Losing Isaiah
(1995) and Get your Stuff (2000) was the parent predominantly depicted
getting treatment or becoming clean and sober.
Image 2: Broken foster care system
The foster care system often was portrayed as a broken and ineffective system
that failed to protect children or meet their basic needs. Dominant images of a
broken system included: (a) incompetent, unscrupulous, and uncaring
caseworkers; (b) little relative care; (c) failed family reunification; (d) foster
parent abuse; and (e) children running from care (see Table 5).
In one-fourth of the movies, the foster care system was depicted as
disorganized and “broken” with a failure to protect or keep track of children
in the system (e.g., Just Like the Son, 2006; America, 2009; The Blind Side,
2009; Any Day Now, 2012). Story plots depicted children forgotten and
neglected by the system entrusted with their care. For example, in Any Day
Now (2012), Marco, a neglected 14-year old with Down’s syndrome was
removed from the custody of his drug addicted mother. Marco is placed with
and subsequently removed from the loving care of a foster parent when the
parent’s homosexuality is discovered. Custody of Marco is returned to his
mother. While she is high on drugs, he wanders from home and dies days
later. In Just Like the Son (2006), no attempt was made to contact 6-year
old Boone’s adult sister as a relative placement when he’s placed into foster
care. In the Blind Side (2009), the caseworker reads from an old and
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Table 5.

Images of a broken foster care system (N = 37).

Image

n(%)

Movie

Broken Child Welfare/
Foster Care System

9(24.3)

Bad Little Angel (1939); Little Girl Lost (1988); On Our Own
(1988); I am Sam (2001); Just Like the Son (2006); August
Rush (2007); America (2009); The Blind Side (2009); Any Day
Now (2012)
Follow that Dream (1962); A Thousand Clowns (1965); Little Girl
Lost (1988); On Our Own (1988); Child of Rage (1992); The
First of May (1999); The Glass House (2001); Gracie’s Choice
(2004); Martian Child (2007), Safe Harbor (2009); The
Christmas Bunny (2010); Any Day Now (2012)
Follow That Dream (1962); A Thousand Clowns (1965); Gracie’s
Choice (2004); Just Like the Son (2006)
Born to be Bad (1934); Little Girl Lost (1988); In the Best Interest
of the Children (1992); Angels in the Outfield (1994); Freeway
(1996); Antwone Fisher (2002); Gracie’s Choice (2004);
America (2009); The Blind Side (2009); Safe Harbor (2009); The
Lost and Found Family (2009); The Christmas Bunny (2010);
Any Day Now (2012)

Incompetent, Ineffective,
Rule-Oriented,
Unscrupulous, or
Uncaring Caseworker
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12(32.4)

Relative Foster Care

4(10.8)

Failed or No Family
Reunification

13(35.1)

incomplete file for Michael depicting agency failure to maintain contact with
him. Michael becomes lost in the system, alone, and living on the streets. In
Gracie’s Choice (2004), a broken system was portrayed in the agency’s failure
to notify the grandmother that her daughter’s children were in custody or to
explore the possibility of the grandmother providing relative care. As a result,
the children were needlessly placed in a youth facility.
Image 2a: Negative images of social workers. In one-third of the movies,
social workers were depicted as cold, ineffectual, and rule oriented who ignore
important information in making placement and care decisions. For example,
In A Thousand Clowns (1965), a rigid and unfeeling male social worker was
unable to look past social convention to see that the child was well adjusted
in his uncle’s care. The worker was portrayed allowing his personal prejudices
and rigidity work to the detriment of the child’s well-being and happiness. In
the movies On Our Own (1988), The First of May (1999), Freeway (1996), and
The Glass House (2001) social workers were depicted as inept and easily duped
by the children or abusive foster parents.
Another frequent image presented was of an unscrupulous social worker
who placed children at risk in attempts to use the system to achieve their
own personal agenda (Follow that Dream, 1962) or financial gain (Safe
Harbor, 2009). For example, in Safe Harbor (2009), the social worker attempts
to get money from the foster parents in exchange for favorable foster child
placement decisions. In the movie Little Girl Lost (1988), social workers
and supervisors ignored a child’s claims of sexual abuse by her father resulting
in re-victimization of the child during required visitations. The social workers
worked to protect themselves by hiding poor decision making and lack of
competent oversight of the child’s case.
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Finally, even in movies with positive portrayals of caseworker (e.g., Child of
Rage, 1992; It Takes Two, 1995; The Blind Side, 2009), the story plot depicted
ineffectual social workers whose attempts at meeting a foster child’s needs
repeatedly were hampered by a broken child welfare system. For example,
in the movie Child of Rage (1992), a caring social worker’s attempts to meet
the child’s mental health treatment needs are hampered by agency rules and
policies that prevented the sharing of important information about the child’s
history of extreme abuse or the ability to authorize necessary medical care.
The agency created barriers and left the foster parents on their own to provide
for the treatment needs of the child.
Image 2b: Lack of relative care. About one-third of children in foster care are
placed with a relative. Four movies involved relative care of a foster child
(Follow that Dream, 1962; A Thousand Clowns, 1965; Gracie’s Choice, 2004;
Just Like the Son, 2006). In all the movies, the foster care system worked
against child placement with a relative. In Just Like the Son (2006), the caseworker failed to explore the option of Boone being placed with his adult sister
living in another state. In Follow that Dream (1962), the foster care system
was depicted as corrupt with an unscrupulous social worker using the case
as a means to achieve her own ends by having the children removed from
relative care. The system failed again in Gracie’s Choice (2004) to locate and
contact the grandmother as an option for a foster care placement for the
children. Finally, in A Thousand Clowns (1965), the story plot involved
attempts by rule oriented social workers to remove a happy, well-adjusted
child from the care of his unconventional uncle.
Image 2c: Failed family reunification. The primary goal for children in foster
care is family reunification facilitated through the provision of programs and
services to support a safe environment for the child. When reunification is not
in the child’s best interest, parental rights are terminated and the child is
placed for adoption. Failed reunification and termination of parental rights
was over-represented in the movie sample (see Table 6). Typically parental
rights are terminated in one-tenth of cases with half of foster children
reunited with their families. Among the 37 movies, 21 (56.8%) provided the
possibility of family reunification. In these movies, one-third of parents lost
their parental rights and only one in six children experienced reunification.
The movies presented the image that once a child was in the system there
was little hope for family reunification. Attempts at reunification failed due
to re-victimization of the child or parental incapacity (e.g., continued substance abuse, poor parenting skills, or mental illness). One-third of movie
plots ended with family reunification but left the audience with the message
that the parent could not care for the child without assistance from outside
sources.

JOURNAL OF CHILD CUSTODY

Table 6.

Reunification outcomes for movie sample with reunification a possibility (N = 21).

Reunification outcome

Movie

Achieved (n = 7, 33.3%)
Child reunited with parent/caregiver
Child reunited with outside assistance
Not Achieved (n = 14, 66.7%)
Failed attempt: Incidence of abuse/
neglect after reunification
Denied due to parent incapacity
Continued substance abuse

Lack of parenting skills
Mental illness
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The Kid (1921); Follow that Dream (1962); Just Like the Son
(2006); August Rush (2007); Sleepwalking (2008)
Losing Isaiah (1995); I Am Sam (2001)
Little Girl Lost (1988); Any Day Now (2012)

Freeway (1996); Get Your Stuff (2000); Antwone Fisher (2002);
Gracie’s Choice (2004); America (2009); The Blind Side (2009);
The Lost and Found Family (2009); Safe Harbor (2009); The
Christmas Bunny (2010)
Born to be Bad (1934); Angels in the Outfield (1994)
In the Best Interest of the Children (1992)

Image 3: Life in foster care
In the majority of movies in the study sample, life in foster care was portrayed
negatively with children experiencing multiple placements, frequent exposure
to violence or victimization in institutional care, separation and lost contact
with siblings, abuse by foster parents or other family members, and running
from care to escape intolerable conditions (see Table 7).

Table 7.

Movies images of life in foster care (N = 37).

Image

n(%)

Movie

Multiple
Placements

14(37.8)

Institutional
Care

15(40.5)

Sibling
Separation

7(18.9)

Bad Little Angel (1939); Room for One More (1952); Child of Rage
(1992); Freeway (1996); The First of May (1999); Get Your Stuff (2000);
Antwone Fisher (2002); White Oleander (2002); Just Like the Son
(2006); America (2009); The Blind Side (2009); The Lost and Found
Family (2009); The Christmas Bunny (2010); Butter (2011)
Bad Little Angel (1939); Blossoms in the Dust (1941); Room for One
More (1952); These Wilder Years (1956); On Our Own (1988); It Takes
Two (1995); Freeway (1996); Antwone Fisher (2002); White Oleander
(2002); Gracie’s Choice (2004); August Rush (2007); Martian Child
(2007); Sleepwalking (2008); America (2009); Any Day Now (2012)
On Our Own (1988); One Good Cop (1991); Get Your Stuff (2000);
Gracie’s Choice (2004); Just Like the Son (2006); America (2009);
Butter (2011)
Bad Little Angel (1939); Little Girl Lost (1988); It Takes Two (1995);
Freeway (1996); The Glass House (2001); Gracie’s Choice (2004);
Antwone Fisher (2002); White Oleander (2002); Sleepwalking (2008);
America (2009); Any Day Now (2012)
The Kid (1921); Born to be Bad (1934); Bad Little Angel (1939); On Our
Own (1988); Freeway (1996); The First of May (1999); I Am Sam,
(2001); White Oleander (2002); Just Like the Son (2006); August Rush
(2007); Sleepwalking (2008); The Blind Side (2009); Safe Harbor
(2009); The Christmas Bunny (2010)

Abuse/Neglect
in Foster Care

11(29.7)

Running from
Foster Care

14(38.8)

Note. Some movie titles are in more than one category.
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Image 3a: Multiple placements. A common problem within the U.S. foster
care system is frequent placement changes. The deleterious effects of placement instability were frequently depicted in the foster care movies. For
example, the sense of loss of identity leading to behavior changes and acting
out was demonstrated in White Oleander (2002) with the teenager becoming
hardened, running from care, and experiencing difficulty forming relationships. In movies such as The Christmas Bunny (2010), Just Like the Son
(2006), and Freeway (1996), children experiencing frequenting placement
changes were portrayed as emotionally distant and reluctant to form relationships or fearful and withdrawn when placed in an unfamiliar environment.
Child placement in an institution (e.g., juvenile hall, youth facility, and
orphanage) was over-represented in the movie sample. In the United States,
less than one in six foster children is placed in and institution compared to
over one in three children in the movie sample. Positive portrayals of children
living in a group home setting (e.g., Angels in the Outfield, 1994; August Rust,
2007; It Takes Two, 1995; Martian Child, 2007) or orphanage (Blossoms in the
Dust, 1941; Room for One More, 1952; These Wilder Years, 1956) were
identified in half of the movies. In the other half of the movies, placement
in an institutional setting was portrayed negatively (Antwone Fisher, 2002;
Any Day Now, 2012; Bad Little Angel, 1939; Freeway, 1996; Gracie’s Choice,
2004; On Our Own, 1988; Sleepwalking, 2008; While Oleander, 2002) where
the children were exposed to violence and experienced neglect or abuse. In
America (2009) a more balanced image depicting both positive and negative
aspects of living in institutional care was presented.
Image 3b: Maintaining family contact. About one-fourth of children in
foster care are placed with their siblings and one-half are placed with a least
one sibling (Child Welfare Information Gateway (CWIG), 2013). Seven
movies in the study sample touched on the theme of sibling separation while
in foster care (America, 2009; Butter, 2011; Gracie’s Choice, 2004; Just Like the
Son (2006), On Our Own, 1988; One Good Cop, 1991; The Blind Side, 2009).
Children were frequently portrayed losing contact with family members,
especially siblings, once they entered foster care. For example, in the movies
America (2009), Just Like the Son (2006), and The Blind Side (2009), familial
ties with siblings were depicted being broken and lost over time. The children
were portrayed exhibiting feelings of abandonment, lost trust, and a sense of
hopelessness. In the movies Gracie’s Choice (2004), In the Best Interest of the
Children (1992), and One Good Cop (1991), the difficulty keeping siblings
together was explored more in-depth than in other movies.
Foster children visitation with biological parents was portrayed predominately as negative with scenes depicting parents not showing up for
visitation (The Christmas Bunny, 2010); poor/inattentive parenting (The
Lost and Found Family, 2009); a child forced to visit with an abusive parent
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(Little Girl Lost, 1988); and insufficient visitation time with a parent (I am
Sam, 2001). A more positive and realistic depiction of family visitation was
presented in the movie In the Best Interest of the Children (1992), which
portrayed visitation as important and necessary part of the reunification
process. The scenes showed the children meeting with their mother and
working through the turbulent process of children and the parent resolving
difficult family issues.
Image 3c: Abuse in foster care. Foster parent or abuse in institutional care
was significantly over-represented in the movies sample. Less than 1% of
children experience abuse in foster care (Child Welfare Information Gateway (CWIG), 2013); however, children in one-third of the movies experienced abuse by a foster parent or while in institutional care. Stories
depicted foster children dealing with the trauma of sexual abuse by a parent
while in foster care (e.g., Little Girl Lost, 1988), by a foster parent (e.g.,
Freeway, 1996; The Glass House, 2001), or by an adult child of a foster parent
(e.g., America, 2009; Antwone Fisher, 2002). Foster children frequently were
portrayed suffering abuse or neglect while in institutional care (e.g., Any Day
Now, 2012; Bad Little Angel, 1939) that included abuse by other residents or
staff members (e.g., America, 2009; Gracie’s Choice, 2004; White Oleander,
2002). Presented to the movie audience were images of children ignored,
forgotten, and re-victimized while in foster care.
Image 3d: Running from foster care. Over one-third of the movies in the
study sample depicted children running from their foster care placements
grossly over-representing that actual incidence of less the 1% of children
running from care (Child Welfare Information Gateway (CWIG), 2013).
Children were portrayed running from their foster care placements due to
abuse (Bad Little Angel, 1939; Freeway, 1996; The Kid, 1921; Sleepwalking,
2008; White Oleander, 2002), feeling unwanted or unable to adjust to a foster
care placement (The Christmas Bunny, 2010; The First of May, 1999; Safe
Harbor, 2009), and searching for siblings or parents (August Rush, 2007;
I am Sam, 2001; Just Like the Son, 2006; On Our Own, 1988). The movie audience most often was presented with images of a child running from foster care
to escape abuse or other intolerable living situations.
Discussion and conclusions
The focus of the study was to explore images of foster care presented to the
public through commercial and made-for-television movies released between
1921 and 2012. Story narratives and images served to mirror rather than
challenge misconceptions and negative attitudes about foster care held by the
public. Overall, movies produced in the United States present predominantly
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negative stereotypes and misconceptions about the foster care system, child
welfare practitioners, foster parents, and the life of the child in foster care.
What then is the image of foster care in the movies? When the opening
credits conclude, the audience most often is presented with a white male or
female child about 10 years old with psychological or behavioral problems
removed from the home due to neglect by a drug addicted mother. An
over-worked, rule-oriented, or uncaring caseworker places the child into
institutional care until a non-relative foster home placement is available. Over
the course of several years, the child forgotten and lost in the system runs away
to escape intolerable living conditions of physical or sexual abuse by the foster
parents. In the end, the child languishes in foster care with little hope of family
reunification and eventually is adopted or ages out of the system.
While documented problems and weaknesses exist within the U.S. foster
care system, the image presented to the movie audience departs significantly
in several areas from the reality. Reading through a case file randomly pulled
from foster care system records one finds a male child of color, 10 years old or
younger with no history of psychological or behavioral problems. The child
was removed from the home due to parental neglect related to poverty or
substance abuse and spent less than a year placed with a relative or in a safe
and supportive foster home eventually being re-united with the family
through ongoing support by the child welfare agency.

Child entrance to foster care

The framing of children entering foster care in the movie sample was
distorted toward narratives that included portraying parents as physical or
sexual abusers, drug addicts, self-absorbed and neglectful, frequently
abandoning their children. In reality most parents of children in foster care
must deal with one or more challenges of being poor, uneducated, sick,
struggling with substance abuse, living in inadequate or unsafe housing,
and juggling working requirements with needs for affordable child care
(Lawrence, Carlson, & Egeland, 2006).
A fourth of the movies in the study sample used parental substance abuse
as part of the story narrative but often tangentially as a plot device for the
child’s entrance into foster care. Parents were depicted being arrested or
incarcerated for drug use with less attention given to exploring long-term
poverty, broken relationships, and child neglect due parental substance abuse.
While poverty usually was included as part of the plot setting, it was rarely
explored as a significant family stressor and contributing factor to child abuse
and neglect. Overall, story narratives highlighted parental choice and behavior
and downplayed the wider societal factors that contributed to poverty,
parental inadequacy, and substance abuse. These depictions can bias the
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audience to attribute child entrance into foster care to internal personal
parental failures without giving consideration to the external environment
that contributed to abuse and neglect.
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Negative images of minorities

In the movie sample, parents and foster parents from minority racial groups
were nearly always depicted negatively as poor, substance addicted adults who
neglect or abused the child in their care. In the movie sample, the minority
child character was portrayed being “saved” by the White character. For
example in Losing Isaiah (1995), the African American mother could not
manage her son’s adjustment to living with her without intervention from
the White adoptive mother. In The Blind Side (2009), the minority character
is adopted by the White wealthy family and in America (2009), the troubled
teenager resolves his problems only through his sessions with the White
therapist. These negative images of weak, powerless African Americans presented a biased image that child abuse and neglect is predominantly a social
condition of minorities who are poor, unemployed, violent, and addicted to
drugs or alcohol.
Family reunification

The primary goal of foster care is to provide a safe haven for children until
reunification with the parents or primary caregiver is made possible, often
with support from programs and services provided by the child welfare
agency (Children’s Bureau, 2013; CWIG, 2013). In the movie sample,
reunification was portrayed as an unlikely scenario or ending in failure with
the child re-victimized once parental custody was restored. This framing of
children in foster care presented a negative image that once in foster care a
child becomes lost to the family. There was little representation of the child
welfare agency providing programs and services to support family reunification. The audience watches as parents struggle on their own to resolve
complex problems, failing, and dooming the child to a life in foster care.
Loss of family connection

In the movies, non-relative foster care placement was over-represented and relative foster care significantly under-represented. Placement with a relative provides children with a connection to the family. Failure to show positive images
of children placed with a relative has important implications for public perceptions of lost family connections when children are removed from the home.
Depictions of sibling separation in foster care as frequent and extended
presented a biased image of lost family connection and identity. The audience
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watches as teenagers happen upon siblings who had become strangers after
years of separation and lost contact while in foster care. Parental visitation
also was portrayed negatively with the inability of parents to set aside their
selfish needs to provide the physical and emotional support for their children.
The framing of visitation as absent or negative presents a biased image that
foster children are prevented from maintaining sibling or parent relationships
and over time are stripped of their familial identity.
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Children who run from foster care

The image of life for a foster child frequently was portrayed negatively,
punctuated with stories of the child running from foster care. In actuality,
children who run from foster care most often run from institutional
placements or group homes (Finkelstein, Wamsley, Currie, & Miranda,
2004). Furthermore, foster children in care for a year or longer have expressed
predominantly positive perceptions of their foster placements believing they
eventually would be reunited with their family (Chapman, Wall, & Barth,
2004). The framing of so many children running from foster care can bias
the audience to believe that the trauma of foster care so great that children
flee to escape what they experience as intolerable conditions. Presenting this
image to the public can promote fear and distrust among children and parents
involved with the foster care system creating barriers to working cooperatively
with the agency in providing a safe home environment to support family
reunification.
Caseworkers

A dominant image of foster care social and caseworkers was as mere cogs in
the system, powerless to change a dysfunctional, rule-driven, bureaucracy.
A common story narrative framed caseworkers blaming the system for poor
care and citing institutional rules and regulations for lack of advocacy for children. Incompetent or unscrupulous workers used children as means to an end
without regard to how their actions endangered the child’s physical and
emotional well-being. Public administrators and child welfare practitioners
who perform the daily tasks of protecting children must work against a tide
of movie framed narratives that perpetuate misperceptions with a focus on
what the agency does not do rather than what it does do. These negative
images have the power to promote antipathy, distrust, and antagonism toward
the foster care system and those who provide direct care to children and
families. Movies reinforce the perception that foster care is a broken system
and infrequently depicts the side of child welfare that provides the economic,
psychological, medical, and social support that allows the child to remain in
the home or be reunified with the family following foster care placement.
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Institutional care
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The image of children in an institutional foster care placement predominantly
was negative. Movies of the 1940s and 1950s lacked images of aggression or
violence framing institutional care as an appropriate and safe placement with
caring social workers and directors. In later movies, scenes with aggression
and violence were included even in films with positive portrayals. Institutional
care generally was framed as a cold, unsafe environment where children inappropriately placed felt isolated and alienated, engaged in frequent conflict with
other residents, and were treated with disdain and indifference by the staff.
Generally the films in the study sample failed to represent those situations
in which institutional care served the best interest of the child. The negative
images of institutional care can promote anxiety and fear among parents and
caregivers with a child placed in such a setting.
Unrealistic outcomes

In several movies, the challenges of fostering or adopting a child were
presented through the lens of rose colored glasses. A realistic framing of
the challenges and accommodations needed to foster children was found in
a small sample of movies (e.g., Little Girl Lost, 1988, Child of Rage, 1992, More
than Chance, 2010) based on real life stories. However, a weakness in many
films was depicting quick resolution to complex family problems, children
easily adapting to foster care, and the downplaying of the emotional or
behavioral difficulty children experience adjusting to changes in their life
circumstance. The audience is left with the expectation that complex problems
have readily available solutions.
Implications for practice
Public administrators and agency personnel at all levels of the foster care
system serve a diverse clientele from an increasingly complex external
environment. Movies generally mirror rather than challenge faulty conceptions and stereotypes of foster care. Knowing the images reflected in the
movies provides knowledge about how the public perceives foster care.
Agency leaders can use this information to guide policy and practice,
especially in terms of developing and implementing public service campaigns
aimed at educating the public about child welfare and providing a more
realistic image of foster care. Public administrators can use movies, television,
radio, and social media as communication sources to emphasize and frame or
re-frame important conceptions and interpretations of the child welfare system and the policies and procedures used. Conflict, distrust, and antagonism
by those who interact with the agency, especially at the first point of cannot,
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cannot be completely eliminated. However, providing a more accurate
framing of foster care can promote public awareness and understanding of
the mission, scope, and depth of the work done to improve the health and
well-being of children and families served by the foster care system.
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Study limitations
Every study has limitations and weaknesses and this study was no different.
First the study sample was limited to 37 films produced in the United States
and Canada that were easily accessible and free or minimal cost. This may have
limited providing a varied cross-section of films depicting foster care. Second,
only movies with foster care as the story subject or serving as a dominant plot
feature were included in the study. Film with foster care less prominently
depicted may present a different story narrative and frame. Third, documentary
and educational films were not included even though these movies have the
capacity to influence public perceptions by providing more realistic narratives
and frames of foster care in the United States. Fourth, the films reviewed were
commercially produced for profit with the primary goal of attracting the public
to pay to see the move and not necessarily to influence public perceptions of
foster care. Finally, while measures were taken to reduce the researcher’s
personal experience from biasing the research process, nonetheless, personal
bias may have been introduced into the coding process and decisions about
which story narratives and images to include in the results.
Recommendations for further research
The findings of this study add to the body of knowledge regarding how the U.S.
foster care system in portrayed in the movies. Greater understanding of the
influence of movies on the public’s perception of the child welfare system would
be gained by further investigation of the congruence of movie framing of foster
care with actual public attitudes and opinions. Empirical research using both
qualitative and quantitative methods to test the extent that movies influence
perceptions of foster care (including the relationship between perceptions and
future behavior) would elucidate the role movies play in framing perceptions
about foster care. This information would be beneficial to public administrators
as they develop policies and procedures for addressing public concerns and
interacting with those who are served by the foster care system.
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